B reaking bread is an act of communion, a coming together of people in the sharing of food for the body and gifts of the heart and the mind. For some believers, notably Christians, breaking bread is a sacrament, a symbol and a guarantor of a saving and living presence where shadows at the edges of the mind harbour darkness, absence, and the freezing suspicion that we are, each of us, alone in time. Breaking bread is also, as W.H. Auden once told Anne Freemantle, the work of poetry. Writing, Auden said, "is our best means of breaking bread with the dead. And without that communication with the dead, human life is not possible and not worth living." (1) How can poetry be a communication, a breaking of bread with the dead, and why should Williams say that men die miserably every day for lack of what is found in poetry? The question deserves, even demands, reflection if there is even a chance that its answers will help us through the most disturbing and, it seems, ever more thickening malaise afflicting those who minister to the dying. And what is that malaise? That we are so often wordless, speechless, helpless when those facing definitive disintegration and the loss of all they hold dear dare to voice what they feel. These feelings, with the difficult questions they carry, would pull us down where we do not want to go; down below the surface, shallow and flaky, of what it is culturally correct to say and think about what we feel in the face of death (2) .
As stated in an earlier editorial (3), the great repression and distraction of late 20th century culture force us increasingly into silence about "what we feel indeed" on the frontier of death's darkness. We are cut off from the deepest questions our own intelligence would ask, because these are questions to which neither we ourselves, nor any other human agency, can adequately respond. So, we are not simply silent about these questions, we rather learn not to ask them anymore. How could we, when the language we would need, even just to express the questions, let alone to speak meaningfully to them, is now largely dead? We may even reach a point where we so lose touch with these questions, our very own, that we are no longer even aware that our innermost being wants to scream them out. Edvard Munch's painting, Scream, is a haunting depiction of this existential anxiety as a universal and archetypal experience (4) . Our being at the surface becomes totally disconnected from our being at the depths, at the depths where we could hear the common cry of humanity within our own cry as well as the echoes of the human voices of hope and transcendence.
It is to this state of consciousness, marked by the absence of any God, or core of meaning, or sense of common quest that could bind human beings together -marked also by the loss of the ability to notice this absence -that Holderlein referred when he asked, in his elegy "Bread und Wein", about what could possibly be the point of poets in an era of emptiness. Heidegger took up Holderlin's question, What are poets for?, and answered that poets are like experienced hunters who can follow the trail of animals fleeing through the woods. These trackers are sensitive to the smallest bent twig, to the slightest imprint of paw in ground. The poets, destined to death though they are, are those who, highly sensitive to human meaning, are hot on the tracks of disappearing and escaping gods. What are poets for? To stay with Heidegger's image, they are there to keep their fellow mortals on the • trail, to keep them from wandering aimlessly about and becoming totally lost in the forest dark as they hunt for the meanings of their own existence (5) .
How do poets do this? W.H. Auden gives a clue when he explains what poets mean when they speak of achieving immortality through their poetry. The poets do not mean, Auden says, that they, like Faust, hope to live forever. What they really hope for is to rise from the dead (6) . That is the only way poets can break bread with the dead. The dead here are those, now long gone, whose communication, whose own breaking of bread with poets who preceded them, continues. It is the breaking of the bread, the ongoing antiphonal song of poet to poet, that survives and continues down all the generations since poets began to open spaces of meaning for the panting hunts of the human spirit. The poet rises from the dead when his poetry enters that undying exchange of song responding to song, expectation responding to expectation, hope responding to hope: Virgil responding to Homer, Dante responding to Virgil, Milton taking up Dante, T.S. Eliot, W.H. Auden, and other poets closer to us in time extending the breaking of bread with the dead back to the beginnings of the spoken, sung, and written word (7) .
This breaking of bread with the dead, the continuing antiphony of poet responding to poet, is the undying quest and transcendent desire, voiced in Dante, to say "that which was never said by anyone" (quello che mai fue detto d'alcuna) (8) . That desire answers to another desire, equally deep, to hear what has never before been said by anyone. We are indeed nomads haunted by communion (9) , and we share in both desires when we enter into Auden's humanity-spanning and humanity-binding breaking of bread with the dead.
The songs of the poets are all humanity's and our very own. That poetry is a work of care for the dying and for the grieving. A grieving young Scot, crushed by the death of his loved brother, realized that when he confessed the depth of his paralysis over his loss. He couldn't speak, he couldn't cry, he couldn't feel. But when he heard the piper's lament at the grave he experienced it as his own lament, as his own cry, and he entered into the plangent music and was freed to grieve. The dying need to be freed to hope. But we can't hope alone, all by ourselves alone. We need to enter into the breaking of bread with the dead to do that. This is how poetry is care for the dying. That is why Williams could say that they die miserably every day who find no entrance into that breaking of bread, poetry's celebration of the fact that we are all guests of existence that must be honoured with delight (10) .
